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Preface

Imagine being invited to a party--a party in which the host
and the other guests, not to mention the rationale for the party
itself, were unknown. You arrive at the party and, while
engaging in polite conversation with the other guests, realize
most of the others have the same bewildering ignorance regard-
ing their presence at and the purpose for the party. The host
himself, though quite gracious, has no more insight into the
party's ultimate purpose than you do--he is just another con-
fused guest looking for purpose and direction. A game soon
begins, a game whose goal is vague and whose rules are open to
varied interpretation and generally contradictory. No one
knows who may be winning, what winning would look like anyway
and when the game could be said to be over. Your impulse is to
grab your coat and head for the door; but then all seem to be
enjoying themselves despite the purposelessness of the play.
Eventually the search for meaning and direction becomes tedious,
trivial, frankly irrelevant. The important thing is that you
are at the party at all, playing. Any newcomers to the party
are simply assimilated into the group without formal briefing
or initiation which, were it possible, would probably be point-

less anyway.



This perhaps overdrawn picture portrays one initiate's
entry into the composition field. As one examines the litera-
ture of the field he/she is struck by the directionless and con-
tradictory notions frequently offered up to a profession whose
members are seemingly "tossed to and fro by every wind of
doctrine." This month's sparkling new insight is (sometimes
literally) next month's anachronism. The bases of evaluation
and criticism shift often and sometimes disappear altogether.
What "really works" may simply depend upon who has the floor
at the time. Impressionistic, highly subjective "techniques"”
have so dominated the marketplace that it has only been in the
past sixteen years that a self-consciousness has emerged to
challenge the theoretical underpinnings or lack thereof within
the profession.

Limiting this self-consciousness to the past sixteen years
is not an altogether arbitrary gesture: it dates from the

publication in 1963 of Research in Written Composition, edited

by Richard Braddock, et al. The work, which became a standard
reference in English education, concluded that the state of
composition research at that time could be compared to "chemical
research as it emerged from the period of alchemy: some terms

are being defined usefully, a number of procedures are being
refined, but the field as a whole is laced with dreams, pre-
judices and makeshift operations."! Nineteen sixty-three was also
the year Albert Kitzhaber published his survey of composition

courses, Themes, Theories and Therapy: the Teaching of Writing
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in College. Kitzhaber echoed the sentiments of Braddock,
et al., speaking of "widespread uncertainty about aims, a
bewildering variety of content, [and] a frequent lack of
progression in the course."? He concluded, "Freshman English
in the nation's colleges and universities is now so confused,
so clearly in need of radical and sweeping reforms, that
college English departments can continue to ignore the situa-
tion only at their increasing peril."3

About two years later, Richard E. Young and Alton L.
Becker issued a manifesto "toward a modern theory of rhetoric"

in the Harvard Educational Review." The impetus for this

new attempt at fashioning a rhetoric which would in I. A.
Richards' words, "minister to important needs," was Kenneth
L. Pike's tagmemic linguistic theories. In the mid-sixties,
Young, Becker and Pike were all professors at the University
of Michigan and from that base mined the elements of tagmemic
theory which would assist composition teachers in actually

teaching composition. Their collaboration resulted in an

important textbook, Rhetoric: Discovery and Change, and has

stimulated a growing body of literature which explores the

implications of tagmemic theory for rhetoric and composition.
The purpose of this paper is to introduce and explicate

the tagmemic contribution to composition and to offer a critical

evaluation of its usefulness and its future in the profession.

However, some background material regarding both the status of
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contemporary composition theory and the development of tagmemic
theory must be set forth in order to make clear the relation-
ship(s) between tagmemic theory and the framework it attempts

to dislodge or replace. Consequently, the paper is conveniently
organized into these four sections: (1) Paradigm Lost: The
"Current-Traditional Rhetoric" and the Search for a Sound
Theoretical Base for the Composing Process; (2) The Development
of Kenneth L. Pike's Tagmemic Theories; (3) The Use of Tagmemic
Theory in Composition Teaching; and (4) The Place and Promise

of Tagmemic Theory in Composition: An Evaluation.



"There are two things necessary. . . a way of
discovering those things which are to be understood, and
a way of teaching what we have learned."”

Augustine



I. Paradigm Lost: The "Current-Traditional Rhetoric"
and the Search for a Sound Theoretical Base
for the Composing Process

In his widely praised book, The Structure of Scientific

Revolutions, Thomas S. Kuhn sets forth a theory of "paradigms,"

disciplinary matrices consisting of values held in common,
beliefs and methodologies all of which determine the nature and
conduct of a discipline.® The paradigm acts as a lens to see
through, a guiding perspective which includes and excludes,
directs and restricts and generally decides the course, in-
cluding the kind and area of research, of a discipline. It
is a discipline's paradigm, Kuhn argues, that ultimately must
be altered, expanded, dislodged in order for "revolution" to
take place--it is only after members of the discipline begin
to go beyond the existing paradigm in experimentation and refuse
to be bound by its limitations that further progress can occur.
In this way, inadequate paradigms can be continually updated or
superseded by paradigms built upon more accurate, supportable
data.

Borrowing Kuhn's terminology, Richard E. Young cogently
argues that the composition field is in the grip of a crisis

which is paradigmatic.® Despite the apparent 1lack of a

paradigm suggested by the work mentioned in the preface by

Braddock and Kitzhaber, Young maintains that in fact there



does exist, however tacit and unacknowledged, an identifiable
matrix which prescribes and limits the composition profession:
"I think a reasonable case can be made for the proposition that
for several decades, members of the discipline have shared a
remarkably stable system of beliefs, a system that Daniel
Fogarty. . .has called 'current-traditional rhetoric.'"’ This
"current-traditional" paradigm is characterized by certain
"vitalist" assumptions, remnants of the Romantic notions of

creativity and imagination. As Young explains,

Vitalism, with its stress on the natural powers
of the mind and the uniqueness of the creative
act, leads to a repudiation of the possibility
of teaching the composing process, hence the
tendency of current-traditional rhetoric to
become a critical study of the products of

composing and the art of editing.?

The overt features and emphases of the current-traditional
rhetoric‘illustrate this vitalist bias: "the analysis of dis-
course into words, sentences and paragraphs; the classification
of discourse into description, narration, exposition and argu-
ment; the strong concern with usage (syntax, spelling, punctua-
tion) and with style (economy, clarity, emphasis)."? "Compo-
sition" taught under the auspices of the current-traditional

paradigm ultimately becomes the cultivation of editorial skills



to the exclusion of invention--that is to say the composing
process itself.

In fact, the contrast between process and product has
become a commonplace in the composition field and hardly a
text can be marketed that doesn't take some kind of bow toward
this feature. Unfortunately, however, most of the texts that
seem to be taking this contrast seriously are clearly written
within the current-traditional framework, incorporating most
of its drawbacks and none of the insights that the contrast
might imply. A case in point is William J. Kerrigan's Writing
to the Point, a text which seemingly emphasizes the process
over the product. Kerrigan's conception of the writing process
is quite different from that of the tagmemicists we will be
looking at, for his methodology can, in his words, guarantee
results because "it is automatic: it relies on itself, not
on any skill of yours; it does not depend on your having good
ideas, a good vocabulary, or good expression."!?

Kerrigan cautions the student against expecting "literature"
and, depending upon what one means by the term, one can probably
go along with him here. On the other hand, Kerrigan's rationale
for this caution needs to be carefully examined. Kerrigan tells
the student parenthetically, "To produce literature you would
ordinarily need to have done a lot of reading and writing,
besides, of course, having been born with unusual gifts" (p. 4).
Kerrigan has already told the student that his foolproof

method works because it doesn't depend at all on him; he then



suggests that the student need not expect "literature,"
because that requires "unusual gifts." Curious and curiouser.
It would seem then that Keirigan's student world is populated
chiefly by two types, one at an opposite pole from the other:
the specially gifted student capable of producing literature
and who therefore is hardly in need of Kerrigan's text and the
ungifted student who barely has to be involved in the writing
process at all, considering the all-inclusiveness of the
Kerrigan methodology. Consequently, in the Kerrigan composi-
tion class, one of two items is trivial and irrelevant:
Kerrigan's text or the student himself. The instructor turns
out to be rather inconsequential either way.

If the case against Writing to the Point seems overdrawn

at this point, consider Kerrigan's own explanation of what it
means to "write to the point"” in his "Breathing Space" section

midway between steps 1-4 and the last two steps:

First of all, writing sentence X forces you at the
very beginning of your theme to decide what your
point is. That's of the greatest importance,

because if you haven't decided what your point is,

how are you going to know what to write? (Conversely,
deciding at the very beginning what your point is
makes your course immediately clear--you know with
certainty which way you have to go or which ways are

open to you.) (p. 66)



The very "point" at issue in teaching the composing process is,
where, when and how does one get a point? That "deciding at
the very beginning what your point is" automatically "makes
your course immediately clear" is an assertion either perversely
naive or criminally ignorant. It is quite apparent here that
Kerrigan divorces any notions of invention from the writing
process he is attempting to teach. His bold and self-congrat-
ulatory claims that "far from restricting students, the tight
structure soon frees them to say what they really want to say"
and "their themes become as individual as their handwriting"
ring hollow in the glaring omission in his methodology of a
way to help the students discover "what they really want to
say." (p. vi). "What do I say next?" and not "How do I
organize my point?" is the question most students must grapple
with.

To use Writing to the Point the way Kerrigan prescribes

is to elicit from students the kind of banal, predictable
responses composition teachers traditionally have demurred.

To supplement the text with, say, an invention process of one's

own is to undermine and betray the carefully crafted rationale
Kerrigan himself has written into his methodology. (It also
obviously would argue for the removal of the text altogether,
for the very purpose in using the Kerrigan text is ostensibly

to give the student one text which will provide him all he needs
to write well.) Kerrigan seems to sense this absence for there

is some feeble attempt in Step 4 to argue a kind of "generation"



aspect to the revision of a theme but this is hard to take
seriously in the midst of Kerrigan's overall portrait of the
writing process. One must frankly ask whether any writers,
professional or otherwise, in the "real world" actually write
the way Kerrigan describes.

One thus comes away from the problematic Writing to the

Point perplexed. What place, finally, can there be for a text
like Kerrigan's in the composition classroom? I'm compelled
to answer that if "composition" is to be taken literally in
that sentence, Writing to the Point has no place whatsoever.
"Composing” itself seems to have little to do with the process
Kerrigan outlines in his text. Unless. Unless, "composing"
means always sitting down to write with an extraordinarily
clear conception of what one wants to say, what form it should
take and which details and illustrations will support it.
Unless, "composing"is a rather impersonal, mechanical process
which requires only the stimulus of an "assignment" to be put
in motion and carried to its end. Unless, the teaching of
"composing" can be reduced to the dissemination of a pre-
packaged body of information and the consistent exhortation
and admonition to the student to follow each rule and formula
exactly and circumspectly without the slightest divergence.

We have already said it is a commonplace now to emphasize
the process over the product and Kerrigan purports to do the
same--but in the most superficial way. For, ultimately

Kerrigan's "process" cannot yield the kind of product he



describes as desirable; the embellishments that round a
Kerrigan theme into shape must come from outside the system
because they cannot be accounted for in the system itself:
they are part and parcel of the invention process he ignores or
excludes. 1In the final analysis, Kerrigan's text misleads the
student, isolating him from the complex, frustrating, yet
ultimately satisfying, process of writing; for Kerrigan, com-
posing is not only simple, it is simplistic.

Tagmemic theory presents composition teachers with a
way to fill the vacuum left by the current-traditional
rhetoric's neglect and virtual disavowal of invention. It
provides both a theoretical foundation and a formal apparatus
for employing invention effectively in teaching composition.
What is more, tagmemic theory potentially provides the
composition profession with an exciting, viable alternative
to the current-traditional paradigm which has harnessed and
harrassed the development of composition theory. It is the
burden of the rest of this paper to demonstrate the useful-
ness and scope of tagmemic theory in helping to solve some

longstanding problems in composition teaching.



II. The Development of Kenneth L. Pike's Tagmemic Theory

In 1948, Kenneth L. Pike began the search for a syntactical
counterpart to the phonological and morphological terms,
phoneme and morpheme--something at the sentence level which
could function as a key identifying unit in the same way that
these well-established terms functioned. Pike was looking for
a high-level generalization that could characterize all human
language and which would simplify the training of missionaries
and Bible translators who would encounter previously unstudied
and thus grammatically uncharted languages. The result of
Pike's search was the tagmeme and the linguistic system that
has come to be known as tagmemics. But what was most interest-
ing about his search was thelfact that what started as merely
a "language theory" soon evolved into a structural theory
that attempts to account for all of man's behavior. Indeed,
Pike's seminal work of three volumes is entitled, Language in

Relation to a Unified Theory of the Structure of Human Behavior.

The impetus for this expansion of the tagmemic theory
was an epistemological question: how is it that we can recog-
nize objects without knowing everything about them? As Pike
explains, "Tagmemic theory staked its claims on the belief
that essential to the description of human behavior as we live

it must be the ability to recognize a friend even though he



has just had Wheaties for breakfast, cut his long hair, and
replaced his necktie."!! what is it about a "unit," i.e., any
person, event, situation, object, concept that allows one to
recognize and describe it adequately? Pursuing the implications
of this question further, Pike soon departed from the strictures
of the structural linguistics he had been trained in; he could

no longer treat language as a sui generis, autonomous phenomenon

that could be studied in isolation from other, non-linguistic
human behavior.

Pike insists that language must be considered a part of
the whole of human behavior and his belief that a unified
theory is needed to account for the whole is seen in two major
contributions of tagmemics to linguistic thought: (1) the
concept of the trimodal structure of behavior and (2) the
distinction between emic and etic descriptions of behavior.

Pike argues that every unit of behavior to be well de-
scribed must be characterized in these three ways: (1) how it
differs from everything else in its class; (2) what its range
of variability is, i.e., how much it can change and still be
itself; and (3) what range of contexts can appropriately contain
it, i.e., its distribution among other systems.!2? Theoretically,
any unit of human experience can (and ultimately must) be
viewed through this trimodal structure. Pike then combines
thié notion of the trimodal structure of behavior with a model
from the physical sciences: any unit can be viewed as a particle,

as a wave or as a field. The correlation of these two concepts
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results in a matrix which is useful in effectively defining
and describing any unit of experience. This matrix forms
the heuristic procedure Young, Becker and Pike employ in

their textbook, Rhetoric: Discovery and Change. This will

be explored in greater detail later.

One of Pike's other contributions to linguistic theory
is his distinction between emic and etic viewpoints. Pike
coined the terms from the endings of the words, phonemic and
phonetic. The "emic" view is the perspective of the insider,
the native, and is concerned with the contrastive, patterned
system within a universe of discourse; the "etic" view of a
unit is the perspective of the outsider who looks for universals
and generalizations. The "emic" view is the view we expect
from a participant within a system; the "etic" view is the view
we expect of the alien observer. John Algeo has suggested a

useful illustration of these kinds of perspectives:

A noncardplayer observing a game of bridge will
see different things than a bridge-player will.
The noncardplayer, who is an "alien" in this
situation, may notice that the cards are handled
and passed around, that the players pick up the
cards in front of them and carry on a short con-
versation in cryptic phrases, that one player then
puts all of his cards on the table while the other

three put theirs down one by one as this player or
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that pulls little piles of cards in front of him., . .
What the bridge-player sees as a "native" to the
game is a distinct unit called a "hand," consisting
of the deal, the bidding, the play and the scoring.
The noncardplayer observes a number of etic facts,
some of which fit into the emic categories of the
bridge-player and some of which are irrelevant. . .
To know which events at the card table are signi-
ficant for the game, which are not, and how the
significant events are related to one another, one
must know the rules of the game——ﬁhat is, one must

know the events emically.!?3

This etic/emic contrast is used by Pike to distinguish between
those elements in an uncharted grammar which are crucial,
indispensable factors (emic) and those which are incidental,
insignificant (etic). We will also have more to say about this
aspect of tagmemics below when we examine the use Young, Becker
and Pike have made of this distinction for composition.

Pike's work in tagmemic theory has not, in general, been
as widely accepted by scholars as the work of Noam Chomsky and
other transformationalists. Nevertheless, individual concepts
within tagmemics have been adopted and adapted by a variety of
disciplines.l!® Tagmemics can be seen, in a sense, as being all
things to all men, with a remarkably wide range of applications,

especially in but not limited to, linguistics. Austin Hale
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confesses that "it is at present quite possible to be a tag-
memicist in good standing without subscribing to any particular
doctrine regarding the form of grammar. To one who received
a good portion of his linguistic upbringing within the tradi-
tion of transformational generative grammar, this realization
comes as a shock and a revelation."!5 Though popularly cate-
gorized as a "slot-grammar," Kenneth L. Pike's peculiar insights
into the nature of language and behavior are compatible with
and not in opposition to the insights of other schemes and
systems. Two concerns do, however, set the work of Pike
apart from the others: (1) Pike is interested in fashioning
a total system of human behavior--and not just one that
accounts for language behavior; and (2) Pike is preeminently
humanistic in his orientation, and decidedly opposed to any
mechanistic view of man or his language behavior. These con-
cerns will be of interest when we later consider attacks that
have been made against the tagmemic conception of the composing
process.

In view of its adaptability and intended scope, it is
not difficult to see how there come: to be such labels as
"tagmemic rhetoric," "tagmemic discovery procedure," "tagmemic
composition theory" and so on. It is not so much that a
"grammar theory" has gotten out of hand and invaded territory
once considered inaccessible and inappropriate for such
theories, but that certain insights discovered in the study

of language as language have been found to be useful and
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helpful in the teaching of composition. 1In 1964, in an article

in College Composition and Communication, Pike suggested a

possible contribution to composition teaching by linguistics,
tagmemics in particular. In that ground-breaking article, Pike
asked, "Would it be possible to explore a number of the axioms
of such a language theory [as tagmemics] in order to develop
exercises based on these axioms about language structure, but
specifically designed to develop writing competence?"!6

Pike's work in training linguistic students to analyze
and write descriptions of foreign languages enabled him to
"develop a body of theory general enough to apply to any
language whatever. . .and at the same time to invent exercises
which would break down the learning problem into small bits
in terms of simulated language. . . ."!7 Pike and his col-
leagues attacked the problem by creating "languagettes" or
artificial languages for analysis and inventing exercises to
help students learn the effective use of such languages. Pike's
ploy here is reminiscent of C. C. Fries' work in applying the
insights of structural linguistics to English when he suggests
that exercises formerly designed to teach effective use of
foreign languages can be successfully used in the English
composition classroom.

From that salvo in 1964, Pike, with Michigan colleagues
Young and Becker, began to explore the application of the
theory to composition teaching. The theory was initially

employed to improve the grammatical competence of students;
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though helpful here, the theory's potential in serving
rhetorical concerns soon became the focus of research and
experimentation.!® While the three Michigan professors con-
tinued to collaborate throughout the decade, their work

culminating in the text, Rhetoric: Discovery and Change, the

seventies saw Richard E. Young emerge as the major spokesman,
theorist and researcher for "tagmemic composition theory."
Starting "merely" as a language theory, tagmemics has now
generated methodologies for helping native speakers to improve
their use of their language, supplied the framework for "a
modern theory of rhetoric" and, more recently, given impetus
to a promising new means of discourse analysis.!? The stage
is now set for the what and how of tagmemic theory: an

exploration of the nature and application of the theory itself.



III. The Use of Tagmemic Theory in Composition Teaching

A. The Paradigm

It shouldn't be surprising that although tagmemic theory
has been around for more than twenty-five years, it is only in
the past decade that its implications for disciplines other
than linguistics have been recognized and pursued. Linguistics,
as a "science," has perennially held out much potential for
other disciplines, but seemingly has failed to "deliver."
Interest in tagmemics' possible use in composition began, as
related above, as early as 1964. 1In the preface to their text,

Rhetoric: Discovery and Change, the authors explained the

combination of events which brought them together:

Pike, a linguistic scholar, had sought to determine
whether linguistics could provide the basis for a
method of improving competence in writing. Many
linguists and composition teachers had assumed that
it could, yet the actual contributions of linguis-
tics had not borne out the assumption. New methods
of grammatical analysis and pattern practice, and
sophisticated approaches to punctuation and usage--—
to name some of the more significant contributions--

came nowhere near providing the basis for a coherent
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and comprehensive method. Pike suggested that one
particular linguistic theory, tagmemics, could make
a much more extensive and fundamental contribution
by supplying the theoretical principles and problem-
solving procedures necessary for a distinctly new
approach to rhetoric. Becker and Young, for several
years teachers of freshman rhetoric, were convinced
that rhetoric was potentially an important part,
perhaps the most important part, of a college stu-
dent's education; yet they were dismayed by the
intellectual emptiness and practical ineffectiveness
of conventional courses. The solution Pike proposed
to his problem seemed also to offer a solution to

their own.?20

All three sought, not a stop-gap measure, but a comprehensive

method--and beyond that, a paradigm--which would provide compo-
sition teachers with an effective means for teaching what the
profession had assumed it had always taught: composing.
Between the years 1964 and 1970, these professors experi-
mented, tested, probed and pried, searching out and fashioning,
first, a pedagogy, elucidated in and exemplified by the text,

Rhetoric: Discovery and Change; and since 1970, centering

their work in the search for a paradigm, a context in which the

pedagogy established earlier could be put to the greatest use.



